Suicide is a human behaviour with com plex psychological and social determinants, and authorities on the subject are divided on many issues pertaining to its fundamen tal nature, its etiology and its place within the broad spectrum of normal and deviant behaviour. Some regard suicide as a psychopathological act and a symptom of mental disease whereas others see it as a universal human possibility, the realization of which is the product of individual choice and cir cumstance. Although there has been an ex plosion of information and research on sui cide in recent years, stimulated by the de velopment of Suicide Prevention Centres, most of this has been directed at defining clinical tools for the assessment and predic tion of suicidal risk, with less concern with the issues of the phenomenology, psychol ogy and etiology of suicide and suicidal tendencies (2) . Consequently a good deal Can. Psychiatr. Assoc. 3. Vol. 18 (1973) more is known about the immediate social and psychological matrix out of which sui cide and suicidal attempts emerge than about the specific factors if any which lead to suicide proneness in the individual. This paper is a preliminary report** of an ongoing investigation designed to explore one such possible factor -the relationship between parental loss in childhood and later suicidal phenomena.
Review of Literature
Psychoanalytic writers have noted the re lationship between the loss of a significant loved object and depression and suicide, and have described complex identifications with the lost object as the key mechanism involved (7, 12, 13, 16) . Zilboorg (26) was one of the first to suggest a direct connec tion between identification with a dead parent and suicide, believing this to be par ticularly so when such a loss occurred in the cedipal or adolescent periods. Other writers (1, 24) have attributed a number of possible psychopathological conditions to the loss or absence of parental figures in childhood, although disagreeing that intra psychic mechanisms are necessarily the most important factors involved.
Retrospective studies of attempted sui cides have repeatedly shown high incidence of childhood parental loss, with one study also confirming this in completed suicides (3, 4, 8, 9, 10, 11, 14, 15, 17, 18, 19, 25) . These studies are difficult to compare because of methodological differences, and their find ings vary regarding a number of factors re lated to the loss experiences, but there is general agreement that childhood parental losses are more common in suicidal subjects than in a number of control groups studied. Trends in the findings suggest that earlier losses may be more important than later ones and also that the loss of the father may be more important than the loss of the mother. Greer (8) (9) (10) found that the loss of both parents was more frequent in attempted sui cide groups than in controls, and Dorpat (6) felt that the severity of the suicidal activity was related to the kind of loss ex perienced, with the death of a parent favour ing completed suicide, and separation or di vorce of the parents favouring unsuccessful attempts. Almost all these studies revealed that recent disruptions in interpersonal re lationships were an important element in the suicidal attempt, particularly in cases where early parental loss was a factor. It has been hypothesized on the basis of the above find ings that unresolved object loss in child hood may lead to an inability to sustain object losses later in life, and that this in turn leads to depressive reactions and sui cidal behaviour (6) .
Method
This study has been designed to test this hypothesis in a modified form, using a re search design which differs from previous studies in several respectst -the most im portant of which is that subjects who had suffered childhood parental losses were taken as the starting point and then exam ined for suicidal ideas and behaviour, rather than the other way around. A second major difference is the primary focus on suicidal fantasy rather than on overt behaviour. This is felt to have several advantages over pre vious studies inasmuch as it approaches the suicidal tendency early in its development and allows for a more systematic and con trolled collection of data than is usually possible in the study of the acute suicidal attempt or the completed suicide.
The study sample consists of three groups of university students attending a student mental health service over a four-year period and selected on the basis of routine screening information. One group is cornposed of subjects who lost one or both par ents through death before they were 16, a second group comprises those who lost one or both parents as a result of divorce or separation before they were 16, and the control group is made up of subjects whose parents were alive and living together at the time of the study. All subjects were matched for age, sex and religion, and those from other than European or North American cultural backgrounds were excluded; all were between 17 and 27 years of age, with the mean being 20.5 years. So far, 114 sub jects have been interviewed.
Following selection and matching, the subjects were randomly assigned to a pri mary interviewer who conducted a blind semi-structured clinical interview, collecting information on several areas -depressive trends, suicidal ideas and behaviour and also attitudes towards death and dying. Key items were scored according to criteria es tablished in pilot studies and validated by in dependent raters. Suicidal ideation, when present, was scored as 'significant' or 'not significant' on the basis of criteria related to their frequency, intensity and duration. De tailed information was then collected on the early background of the subjects, particular ly on circumstances surrounding parental deaths, divorces and separations.
Although in some cases such information was inadvertently revealed before the scor ing of suicidal ideation, statistical checking of this disclosed that it did not influence the scoring.
Results
In the study sample the results so far show a highly significant relationship be tween early parental loss and the presence of significant suicidal ideation, as compared with the control group -see Tables I and II. This relationship remains constant wheth er the two parental loss groups are treated separately or together. Most striking of all is the low incidence of significant suicidal ideation in the control group.
When exploring the subjects' suicidal ideation it was discovered that 12 had made suicidal attempts, 3 of whom had made multiple attempts. Although the numbers involved are too small for statistical valida tion it is striking that 10 of the 12 who made attempts came from the two parental loss groups. Seven (belonging to the paren tal loss groups) had made clinically serious attempts and 3 of these had made multiple attempts. Actual or threatened loss of an important person appeared to be the pre cipitating factor in almost all the attempts recorded.
Discussion
The results to date strongly support the hypothesis that childhood parental loss is an important factor in the development of suicidal tendencies, as expressed in the sui cidal fantasies of the subjects in this study. The relationship between these fantasies, as classified here, and actual suicidal behaviour cannot be proven from these data, although the findings that 17 per cent of all the sig-nificant ideation group have already made an attempt suggests that this may be so. Certainly there has been a striking clinical impression that many of the subjects who were scored as significant suicidal ideation might well act upon their impulses at some future date, and in many cases it was fear of just this which caused them to come for help. It is important to bear in mind that suicidal attempts and suicides increase in fre quency with age and that at the average age of the group studied (20.5 years) suicidal activity is low in the general population, al though university students may be at higher risk in this regard than non-students (20, 23) . It seems probable that the number of sui cidal attempts in this group will increase as the subjects grow older, and one of the most important aspects of the findings may be that the predisposition to such later attempts is detectable in advance.
It is widely believed that suicidal thoughts are universal, particularly in the adolescent period (5, 21) and it is important that in this study this was not found to be so. Strik ing as these findings are in the significant suicidal ideation group, even more impres sive is the relative absence of suicidal thoughts in the not significant group, par ticularly among the control subjects. It seems that the presence of both parents throughout childhood is a protective factor in this regard.
It may be argued that these data, collected from a clinical population, are not repre sentative of the general population and re flect a 'sicker' group. Very few normative data on suicidal ideation exist. The only other scientific study on the subject is one reported by Paykel (22) who did a sampling study of the general population of a mental health catchment area in Connecticut. Using questions about suicidal feelings almost identical to those used here, he found (for that part of his sample in the corresponding age range) a prevalence of serious suicidal thoughts of 5 per cent and of suicidal at tempts of 2.5 per cent. These figures for a 'normal' population are about half those for the clinical control group here, about 10 per cent of whom were scored as having significant suicidal ideation and 4 per cent of whom had made an attempt. The figures here for the parental loss groups, which ap proached 50 per cent having significant sui cidal ideation and over 8 per cent reporting an attempt, stand in contrast to both these groups.
Although the present findings so far seem to support the view that early parental losses have a bearing on the development of sui cidal impulses, they do not as yet point clearly to which factors within these experi ences are most important. However, some preliminary findings are interesting -there is no apparent relationship between the de velopment of significant suicidal ideas and the age at which the subject sustained the permanent loss; also there are no perceptible differences between the suicidal ideation of subjects suffering parental loss as a result of death and those experiencing loss on ac count of divorce or separation. These find ings reopen the question of the critical age periods suggested by earlier studies and are at direct variance with Zilboorg's hypothesis that it is identification with a dead parent that is crucial to suicide. It may be rather that it is separation from key parental figures or some factors related to their ab sence which are more important.
Further analysis of the data may clarify some of these variables, particularly when a larger sample of subjects has been col lected. One of the more important tasks will be to compare subjects having 'signifi cant' suicidal ideation with those with 'not significant' ideation from the point of view of their pre-loss and post-loss home environ ments. This may give clues as to which fac tors are implicated in either favourable or unfavourable outcomes. Examinations of the processes involved in the breakup of the home due to death of a parent, compared to that as a result of divorce or separation will be carried out with a similar aim in mind.
It is hoped that in this way the analysis of the data collected may contribute not only to knowledge about the development of suicidal tendencies but also about childhood bereavement and parental separation, with possible implications for the management of these crises, whether or not a suicidal fac tor is involved.
Resume

Le present rapport preliminaire concerne des recherches effectuees en vue d'explorer le domaines des relations existant entre la perte de parents au cours de l'enfance et les phenomenes de suicide. On a compare deux groupes d'etudiants universitaires qui suivaient une clinique de sante mentale et avaient subi la perte d'un parent avant l'age de 16 ans (par deces, divorce ou separation) et un groupe echantillon d'etudiants dont les parents etaient vivants et vivaient ensemble.
